CHAPTER   XIV
PLATO
239  THIS great master, the Shakespeare of Greek philosophy,  as  one  may  call  him, for  his  fertility, his variety, his humour, his imagination, his poetic grace, was born at Athens in the year 429 B.C.     He was of noble family, numbering among his ancestors no less   a  man  than   the   great   lawgiver   Solon,  and tracing back his descent even further to the legend-
240  ary Codrus, last king of Athens,     At a very early age he seems to  have  begun to  study the  philosophers, Heraclitus more particularly, and before he was twenty he had written a tragedy.    About that time, however, he met Socrates ; and at once giving up all thought of poetic fame he burnt his poem, and devoted himself to the hearing of Socrates.    For ten  years he was his constant companion.    When Socrates met   his   death   in   399, Plato and  other followers of the master fled at first to Megara, as already mentioned (above, p. 132);  he then entered on a period of extended travel, first to Cyrene and